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Throughout history liquor was considered a normal part of daily life and the first English 

colonists brought to Virginia this acceptance of drinking spirits.  From 1607 until the late 19th 

century, the enforcement, regulation, production, and consumption of alcohol was left to the 

localities.  Individuals and businesses were able to avoid or work around the local and state 

authority of liquor laws and enforcement.  Beginning in the early 1800s, religious and civil 

organizations emerged to challenge the consumption of ñardent spirits and the lack of laws 

governing it.  By 1900, a nationwide anti-liquor movement had effectively lobbied states to 

change and enforce liquor laws.  In 1916 Virginia went dry, and in 1919 the Eighteenth 

Amendment to the United States Constitution forbade the production, transportation and 

consumption of alcohol.  This exhibition displays county court records of the legal and not so 

legal consumption and sale of alcohol in Loudoun County from 1757-1933.  

 

 

 

 

 



 ñIn like Manner, since our Imports of Spirit have become so precarious, nay 

impracticable, on Account of the Enemyôs Fleet which infests our Whole Coast, I would 

beg leave to suggest the propriety of erecting Public Distilleries in different States. The 

benefits arising from moderate use of Liquor, have been experienced in All Armies, and 

are not to be disputed !!ò 

George Washington to the President of Congress 

August 16, 1777 

 

 
Deed signed by George Washington, 1774  

In November 1774 this Deed between George Mercer, Mary Wroughton and James Mercer was 

signed by George Washington as Attorney-in-Fact for Mercer and Wroughton.  The land 

located near Aldie was part of the estate of John Mercer.  

Washington was the only founding father to own and operate a commercial distillery.  

Original Deeds Packets   

 

http://www.mountvernon.org/the-estate-gardens/distillery/ten-facts-about-the-distillery/


 
Grand Jury Presentment, November 1757 

This Grand Jury Presentment shows one of the earliest liquor violations in Loudounôs court 

records. The evidence was presented to Grand Jury by two individuals ñKnowledge by two of 

us.ò ñWe present Rachall Steare also Lynham of Cameron Parish for being drunk on the 

ñSabbath day.ò She was fined 5shillings and court cost.  The grand jury also presented Peter 

Noland and John Wells ñfor being common drunkers and profane swearers.  Criminal cases for 

drinking on the Sabbath were enforced in Loudoun County until the 20th century.   

 
Criminal Papers 

1757-01 

 



 

Ordinary Licenses Granted in November 1768 

In Virginia, like the rest of the colonies, liquor regulations were determined by the localities and 

were often impossible to enforce. All  the licenses, pricing, and regulations for liquor and 

ordinaries was controlled by the county justices.  With the lack of enforcement and the cost to 

obtain a license and post a bond, many citizens decided to sell spirits and run ordinaries 

illegally.   

 
Liquor and Ordinary Papers  

 



Commonwealth vs. Amos Dunham, Selling Liquor with out a License, March 1816  

It was common practice by ordinaries and other establishments that sold liquor to lapse on their 

licenses with little fear of punishment.   Mr. Dunham was summoned to court starting in 1813 

for ñretailing spirituous liquors.ò In 1816 the court dismissed the case.    

 
Criminal Papers  

1816-1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


